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Introduction

Welcome to this special edition of the APSCo UK Recruitment Index, 
which is produced in conjunction with Saffery Champness with assistance 
from The Employment Agency Movement (TEAM). 

While this index would usually track financial and operational key performance indicators across the recruitment 
profession, the pandemic has meant that historical metrics over the last financial year would hold little 
relevance given the current economic environment. Consequently, this special report focuses on operational, 
organisational and financial resilience against a backdrop of unprecedented change. We do, however, expect 
to resume the financial benchmarking analysis in the 2021 survey and will collect two years’ worth of data to 
ensure consistency. 

Our market continues to face unprecedented challenges and this report will not only help each leadership 
team to assess the resilience of its business but also examines the critical factors that increase the valuation 
of a business. Recruitment firms with the highest scores are most likely to be ready for the next stage of 
development, which could include a fund-raising exercise or a potential exit. 

The majority of those surveyed were positive about their ability to stay resilient although some areas were more 
in need of improvement than others and there was a clear but understandable difference between the perceived 
resilience of those with larger net fee incomes (NFI) and those smaller organisations – although in some areas it 
was the smaller organisations that could be more agile.

The recruitment profession is one of the most entrepreneurial sectors in the UK and it is notable that firms with 
an NFI of over £10 million scored lower on talent retention than those under £10 million. This tallies with the 
data we are seeing on the large number of new start-ups, as consultants who have faced redundancy – or just 
feel that it is time to go it alone – set up new enterprises. We also saw this trend in the post-2008 recession. 
We may be facing continued uncertainty, but the resilience of the recruitment sector will be crucial as it plays its 
part in getting the UK back to work. In the difficult times that lie ahead, our focus will remain on supporting our 
members and clients as we continue to battle a global pandemic in the lead up to two significant dates: the end 
of the Brexit transition period and the private sector roll out of IR35.

A record number of recruitment companies from across the profession participated in this year’s research, and 
we would like to thank everyone who made this report possible by providing their data for analysis. We would 
also like to thank TEAM for its support in promoting the survey throughout its network. We hope that the UK 
Recruitment Index provides insight that will enhance your understanding of the opportunities and challenges 
that lie ahead. 

Ann Swain, Chief Executive 
APSCo
www.apsco.org

Jamie Cassell, Partner 
Saffery Champness LLP
www.saffery.com
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The 2020 Recruitment Index provides an insight into just how resilient UK 
recruitment firms are, taking account of a variety of factors crucial to the 
overall success of a business – from the sophistication of their incentive 
schemes through to the strength of their finance, marketing and IT teams 
that support the work of the consultants.

Operational resilience
As you might imagine, the average scores in our survey across all questions relating to operational resilience 
closely correlated with firms’ NFI. The larger the firm, the more resilient they felt across key operational areas.
It is encouraging that in areas such as brand and business strategy, respondents rated themselves highly, though 
there are a small group of firms where work is still required.

Operationally, the stand-out area for improvement was technology. Here, the scoring was most variable in the 
firms with NFI greater than £10 million, where around 40% of respondents scored themselves below 7. This 
was also seen in firms with NFI of less than £2 million, where 35% of firms scored themselves lower than 5. 
Whilst significant IT projects usually require equally significant investment in both time and money, it is essential 
that recruiters invest in more sophisticated CRM systems and timesheet software. Investing in automation and 
moving to cloud-based systems will bring potential opportunities and improve efficiencies, which should in turn 
result in improved margins. 

Organisational resilience
From an organisational perspective, on average, marketing and HR functions scored most poorly among 
respondents. Conversely, overall, respondents felt confident that they were stronger in the areas of leadership 
and finance.

But these averages hide some concerning data. The largest firms that responded to our survey – those with 
NFI of £50 million+ – gave themselves low scores for both their HR teams and for retaining talent. This is 
undoubtedly linked and is certainly an area they need to improve on, particularly given the competition to hire 
talent when resource may become more restricted once the Brexit transition period is concluded. A strong 
management team below the leadership team will help when looking at a potential exit.  

The larger firms seem to struggle to provide the level of staff incentives of the smaller firms – this is one area 
where they really can compete with their much larger peers. Over 53% of firms with NFI below £10 million 
scored themselves 8 and above, while 46% of companies with NFI greater than £50 million scored 8 and above. 

Jamie Cassell, Partner 
Saffery Champness LLP
www.saffery.com

Executive summary
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Financial/compliance resilience
On average, respondents to our survey scored themselves highest for GDPR and umbrella company compliance 
– and for having sufficient cash to fund growth. However, it was in this latter category that we also saw the most 
disparity between size of firms. Firms with NFI of £10 million+ scored highly, with 57% of companies scoring 8 
and above. The smaller firms scored themselves far more broadly: as high as 7, but as low as 4. The availability of 
sufficient cash or funding will impact of the quickness of their recovery and subsequent growth opportunities.
On average, the areas that respondents felt least confident were in their Brexit planning and in their international 
presence. A worrying 72% of respondents that operate purely in the UK do not feel completely prepared for 
Brexit, with 28% scoring themselves below 3 in terms of Brexit-readiness. Only 28% scored above 7. 

It is important that recruitment firms do start to think about overseas locations, particularly in light of Brexit, as 
it will allow them to move away from purely relying on the UK market. Therefore, it was encouraging to see that 
71% of respondents with NFI of £10 million+ scored highly on international presence. 

Although GDPR compliance scores were high, the compliance scores vary quite significantly when looking at 
IR35, with over 49% scoring themselves 6 or below. It is important that the 19% of firms with NFI of less than  
£2 million, that scored themselves between 1 and 3 for implementation of IR35, obtain advice as soon as 
possible to ensure that they are fully compliant by April 2021.
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Summary of benchmarking data

Our analysis of our survey findings is presented here. The survey 
consisted of a mixture of multiple choice questions and questions that 
required recruitment firms to rate their business against various criteria 
by scoring them between 1 and 10. A score of 1 means significant 
improvements are required and a score of 10 means that firms considered 
themselves to be one of the ‘best in class’, with no improvements 
required.

Operational resilience

Customer satisfaction
We asked respondents if they were regularly capturing evidence of high satisfaction scores – the higher they 
ranked themselves, the better the feedback. The survey shows that firms of all sizes take client satisfaction 
seriously and it is encouraging to see that they regularly capture high customer satisfaction scores. 

In today’s environment, where client service is a priority, it is very important that firms remain in regular contact 
with their clients as this will stand them in good stead when they come out of the current situation. Over 47% of 
firms with NFI below £50 million scored themselves 6 or under for capturing customer satisfaction scores, which 
is disappointing. This may, in the long-term, have an impact on their business and we would advise that a review 
of processes in this area is undertaken.

Figure 1: Capturing high customer satisfaction scores
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Candidate satisfaction
All of the firms that responded to our survey captured candidate satisfaction scores, with the majority scoring 
themselves between 7 and 10. However, 45% of those with NFI of less than £10 million are not doing so 
regularly. For search businesses, across all sizes of firm, scores averaged between 6 and 7, which means that 
improvement is certainly required. Such recruiters may look to implement specific training and improve or 
implement better CRM systems to help in this area.

Figure 2: Capturing high candidate satisfaction scores
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Sector-specific technology
We asked respondents to rank their embedded sector-specific technology that could be scaled for growth. 
The survey showed that 82% of firms with NFI over £10 million have or continue to develop sector-specific 
technology. However, 35% of the firms with NFI of less than £2 million scored themselves less than 5 on 
technology. Whilst significant IT projects usually require equally significant investment in both time and money, 
it is essential that recruiters invest in more sophisticated CRM systems and timesheet software. Investing in 
automation and moving to cloud-based systems will bring potential opportunities and improve efficiencies, 
which should in turn result in improved margins. 

Figure 3: Embedded sector-specific technology that is scalable for growth
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Technology in a contractor business is also vitally important, with a large number of contractors sending through 
timesheets and either being paid weekly or monthly, at low margin to the recruitment firm. For such firms it is 
vital that they have the technology to help improve efficiencies, ensure economies of scale and ensure that what 
is being paid to the contractor is accurate. The scoring of 7 for these businesses is encouraging but suggests 
further work is still required. 

A CRM system is crucial to effectively capture and leverage data from clients and candidates and help to 
centralise, manage and develop the long lasting relationships that are required.

Business strategy
On business strategy, 74% of firms with NFI greater than £10 million scored themselves highly for having 
developed plans to cope with the changing business environment. Those firms with NFI below £10 million were 
more varied in their scores, but overall still felt that they had developed a suitable plan: 41% scoring themselves 
between 8 and 10. 

Figure 4: Adapting business strategy to cope with the changing business environment
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It is essential that firms take a step back during these times and look at their business strategy and practices 
going forward. Some of our clients have now switched entirely to remote working, with offices becoming drop-in 
hubs, whilst others have developed practices and improved technologies that allow them to monitor client and 
candidate calls and the performance of the consultants remotely. We have also seen clients recruit teams from 
other firms to help build a presence in new sectors. 

For all firms, the ‘new normal’ is going to be very different from pre-pandemic days, and it is essential that 
flexible strategic plans are being developed during this period. If the leadership team needs a sounding board 
then they should consider using a non-executive director who has sector experience and who could help open 
doors both from a client/sector perspective and provide funding opportunities. Non-executive directors can be 
very helpful, but care needs to be taken to ensure that they are the right fit for your culture and appropriate for 
where you are in your business cycle.
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Brand establishment
As you can see from Figure 5, the majority of respondents rated themselves highly on the strength of their 
brand. A strong brand can help recruiters to attract opportunities and increase revenue. 

Figure 5: A strong, established brand
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Having a respected and well-known brand will help to keep margins high and also attract and retain talent. 
It will also provide added value when it comes to an exit. Both contractor and permanent businesses scored 
themselves highly, with scores of 7 and above on brand recognition, whilst executive search was the lowest at 6. 

Organisational resilience

Leadership team
All respondents scored themselves highly on the strength of their leadership team, with the larger firms 
scoring 7 and above. Only 20% of those with NFI of less than £2 million felt that their leadership team could 
be developed. In the current situation, it is essential that the leadership team is strong, focused and has a clear 
strategy. The team needs to continue to critically asses its performance and, if necessary, bring in appropriate 
support to allow the team to continue to grow and develop. Non-executive directors are good as a sounding 
board and can help to mentor the leadership team, particularly as the business grows and during periods of 
uncertainty.

All respondents scored themselves highly on the strength 
of their leadership team. Only 20% of those with NFI of 
less than £2 million felt that their leadership team could be 
developed.
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Figure 6: A strong leadership team  
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Sales team 
Most respondents with NFI of £2 million and above scored themselves highly on the strength of their sales 
team, with 75% scoring 7 and above. This is what we would expect considering that the growth of a firm is reli-
ant on the strength of its sales team. The continued development and retention of that team is essential. There-
fore, there is a requirement for firms to have a strong HR function that can develop the sales team’s skill set. 

Figure 7: A strong sales team
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Without a strong HR team, the larger firms may struggle to 
continue to grow and will certainly lose talent. This is borne 
out in our survey, with a large proportion of the firms with 
NFI of over £10 million giving themselves a score in the 
range of 5 to 7 for talent retention. 

HR team
When we asked about the strength of respondents’ HR teams, the majority of the firms with NFI of over  
£50 million scored themselves 4 to 6, while over 58% of those with NFI of between £10 million and £50 million 
scored themselves between 8 and 10. Without a strong HR team that continues to develop the staff and 
improves the sales team, the larger firms may struggle to continue to grow and will certainly lose talent. This 
is borne out in our survey, with a large proportion of the firms with NFI of over £10 million giving themselves 
a score in the range of 5 to 7 when asked about talent retention. Executive search firms scored themselves 
purely on the strength of their sales team with an average score of 5.8, whilst the other search types scored 
themselves, on average, above 7.  

Figure 8: A strong HR team
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Incentive schemes
Retaining talent is essential to the growth and exit value of a firm – those firms that have been able to hold onto 
their core leadership team and consultants have seen quick expansion and obtained a higher value on exit. There 
are a myriad of incentives that can be offered to teams, both financial and non-financial, from share incentive 
schemes, to new challenges (new sectors or overseas expansion) and developing their skill set through learning 
and development. 

Figure 9: Effective incentive schemes
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The ability to take the time to look after your staff is essential in today’s environment and, based on our survey 
results, it seems the smaller firms are able to do better than firms with NFI greater than £10 million. Over 53% 
of those firms with NFI below £10 million scored themselves 8 and above, whilst 46% of companies with NFI 
greater than £50 million scored 8 and above. This is an area that has regularly been a problem for recruitment 
firms and therefore those that are scoring themselves poorly or in the middle of the scoring range should 
continue to review their practices, see if their incentive schemes need improving or whether it is worthwhile 
investing in learning and development, training or structured progression plans. 
 
Figure 10: A strong track record of retaining talent  
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Financial resilience

Funding of planned growth
We asked respondents to score themselves based on their cash and borrowing facilities available to fund 
planned growth. Respondents with NFI greater than £10 million scored highly, with 57% of companies scoring 
8 and above. Whilst firms with NFI below £10 million scored themselves more broadly: between 4 and 7. It is 
expected that the larger firms will have more funding options available to them, such as invoice discounting, cash 
deposits, loans, investments from private investors and private equity houses. 

To help with the funding process, it is essential that recruiters have good financial practices, are able to provide 
financial information quickly to the funding provider and that they have built good forecasting processes. It must 
also be remembered that the funder, whilst giving you the funds, is doing so on the basis of what they believe is 
the strength of the leadership team. Therefore, it is desirable to build a team that has different, complementary 
skill sets.

Figure 11: Sufficient cash for planned growth
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We asked respondents to score themselves based on their 
cash and borrowing facilities available to fund planned 
growth. Respondents with NFI greater than £10 million 
scored highly, with 57% of companies scoring 8 and above. 
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International markets
We asked respondents to score themselves according to whether they had an established and profitable 
presence in international markets with high growth potential.

Over the last 10 years, most of our clients have looked to overseas markets for growth and to mitigate any 
potential downturn in the UK market. They have also seen it as a way of adding additional value to the sale price 
on exit, which does certainly help when trying to justify a higher price. 

The recruitment sector initially expanded in the Middle East and Asia, in particular Singapore and Hong Kong, 
but has more recently looked to the USA, Germany and the Netherlands, where higher margins and better 
growth opportunities are being achieved. Expansion into overseas territories usually happens either through 
developing a desk in the UK head office  or actually taking the plunge and opening an office in an overseas 
location. 

The results of our survey reveal that the size of the company determines if international expansion has been 
successful (a score of 7 to 10), or is at its development stage (4 to 6) or still planning or trialling the expansion 
overseas (1 to 3). Those firms with NFI greater than £10 million are scoring themselves 7 or above, which is 
what we would expect considering their size, the resource and funding they can invest in the expansion and the 
expertise/adviser support they can call on to make it successful. The scoring for firms with NFI below £10 million 
varies, with over 22% scoring 1 to 3. This increases to over 26% for firms with NFI of less than £2 million. 

It is essential before expanding overseas that a firm carries out detailed research on the new market and 
understands the regulation in that country. Meetings with those who have already done it or the onboarding of 
a non-executive director to help with the expansion are extremely useful in ensuring it is a success. 
 
Figure 12: An established presence in international markets
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Brexit resilience
We asked recruiters whether they had a Brexit plan. The survey revealed that over 72% of respondents that 
operate purely in the UK do not feel completely prepared for Brexit, with 28% scoring themselves below 3 and 
only 28% scoring above 7. Of those respondents that operate overseas, 50% are prepared for Brexit, having 
scored themselves 7 and above. Only 14% of this group say they are unprepared. 

As we move closer to 31 December 2020, and uncertainty remains around what the trade deal will look like, 
as well as how much freedom of movement there will be for employees, a number of our clients have looked at 
setting up offices and companies in Europe to ensure that their European trade is not affected. It is important 
when doing this that advice is obtained, as there may be tax implications when taking profits back to the UK and 
to the shareholders.  

Figure 13: Brexit resilience
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Over 72% of respondents that operate purely in the UK do 
not feel completely prepared for Brexit, with 28% scoring 
themselves below 3 and only 28% scoring above 7.  
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Compliance
We asked respondents how well placed they felt to deal with the implementation of IR35 in the private 
sector. As we can see from Figure 32, those who responded to the survey are pretty strong when it comes to 
compliance, with 89% of the larger firms, particularly those with NFI greater than £10 million, confirming that 
they were ready for IR35 in April 2021. 

Figure 14: Implementation of IR35
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Most respondents are pretty strong when it comes to 
compliance, with 89% of the larger firms, particularly those 
with NFI greater than £10 million, confirming that they 
were ready for IR35 in April 2021.
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Saffery Champness LLP
Saffery Champness advises recruitment clients that 
range from boutique executive search companies to 
large multinational groups, with a combined turnover 
of over £3 billion. 

www.saffery.com

Jamie Cassell 
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E: jamie.cassell@saffery.com

Richard Collis 
London office 
E: richard.collis@saffery.com

Roger Weston 
London office 
E: roger.weston@saffery.com

Niraj Patel 
Corporate Finance 
London office  
E: niraj.patel@saffery.com

Jamie Lane 
Bournemouth office  
E: jamie.lane@saffery.com

Neil Davies 
Bristol office 
E: neil.davies@saffery.com

Kenneth McDowell 
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Martin Holden 
Harrogate office 
E: martin.holden@saffery.com

Sheryl Davis 
High Wycombe office 
E: sheryl.davis@saffery.com

APSCo
APSCo was formed to give all firms involved in 
the recruitment of professional talent who have a 
commitment to excellence, the specialist support and 
distinctive voice they need to be successful.

It gives candidates and employers a trusted badge 
of quality while providing member firms with an 
innovative range of services designed by recruitment 
experts to boost performance and reduce exposure 
to business and financial risk.

www.apsco.org

Ann Swain 
Chief Executive, APSCo 
E: ann.swain@apsco.org

TEAM  
TEAM is the largest network of independent 
recruiters in the UK, providing recruitment and 
employment services to its membership, enabling 
them to provide all the benefits associated with an 
independent recruiter whilst being able to harness 
the networking power of over 700 locations. 

www.jobsatteam.com

Jackie Torr 
Managing Director, TEAM 
E: jackie.torr@jobsatteam.com

Donald Forsyth 
Inverness office 
E: donald.forsyth@saffery.com

Simon Kite 
Manchester office 
E: simon.kite@saffery.com

Fenella Martin-Redman 
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E: fenella.martin-redman@saffery.com


